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Executive Summary 
Latinos are the fastest growing ethnic group in the U.S. work force. At the end of the 1970s, less 
than five percent of U.S. workers were Latinos; by 2007, Latinos had grown to 14 percent of the 
American work force.  
 
Latinos are also the fastest growing group in the U.S. labor movement. In 1983 (the earliest year for 
which comparable data are available), Latinos accounted for 6 percent of unionized workers; by 
2007, they were almost 12 percent of the union work force. 
 
This paper examines the impact of unionization on the pay and benefits of Latino workers. The 
most recent data suggest that even after controlling for differences between union and non-union 
workers –including such factors as age and education level– unionization substantially improves the 
pay and benefits received by Latino workers.  
 
On average, unionization raised Latino workers’ wages 17.6 percent –or about $2.60 per hour– 
relative to Latino workers with similar characteristics who were not in unions.  
 
The union impact on health insurance and pension coverage was even larger. Latino workers who 
were in unions were about 26 percentage points more likely to have employer-provided health 
insurance and about 27 percentage points more likely to have a pension plan than similar non-union 
workers. 
 
The benefits of unionization were also high for Latino workers in typically low-wage occupations. 
Latino workers in unions in otherwise low-wage occupations earned, on average, 16.6 percent more 
than their non-union counterparts. Unionized Latino workers in low-wage occupations were also 41 
percentage points more likely than comparable non-union workers to have employer-provided 
health insurance, and 18 percentage points more likely to have a pension plan. 
 
The findings demonstrate that Latino workers who are able to bargain collectively earn more and are 
more likely to have benefits associated with good jobs. The data, therefore, suggest that better 
protection of workers’ right to unionize would have a substantial positive impact on the pay and 
benefits of Latino workers. 
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Introduction 
Latinos are the fastest growing ethnic group in the U.S. work force.1 At the end of the 1970s, only 
about 4.8 percent of U.S. workers were Latinos; by 2007, Latinos were 14.0 percent of the American 
work force.2  Latinos are also the fastest growing group in the U.S. labor movement. In 1983 (the 
earliest year for which comparable data are available), Latinos accounted for 5.8 percent of 
unionized workers; by 2007, they were 11.8 percent of the U.S. union work force.3 
 
This paper uses the most recent data available to examine the impact of unionization on the pay and 
benefits of Latino workers. The data suggest that even after controlling for systematic differences 
between union and non-union workers, union representation substantially improves the pay and 
benefits received by Latino workers.4 On average, unionization raised Latino workers' wages by 17.6 
percent –about $2.60 per hour– compared to non-union Latino workers with similar characteristics.5 
The union impact on health-insurance and pension coverage was even larger. Among Latinos, union 
workers were about 26 percentage points more likely to have employer-provided health insurance,6 
and about 27 percentage points more likely to be in an employer-provided pension.7 
 
These union effects are large by any measure. For example, between 1996 and 2000, a period of 
sustained low unemployment that helped to produce the best wage growth for Latino workers in the 
last three decades, the real wage of low-wage workers8 increased, in total, about 12 percent.9 The 
union wage effect estimated here was roughly 50 percent larger than the full impact of four years of 
historically rapid real wage growth. Over the same boom period in the 1990s, health and pension 
coverage among the bottom fifth of workers rose only about three percentage points for health 
insurance (up 3.2 percentage points) and pensions (up 2.7 percent), less than one-eighth of the 
estimated impact of unionization on health insurance and pension coverage for Latinos.10 
 
                                                 
1 For a variety of perspectives on the experience of Latino workers in the United States, see Gonzalez (2000), Guerin-
Gonzales (1994), Hamilton and Chinchilla (2001), Sedillo Lopez (1995), and Whalen (2001). 
2 Author's analysis of CEPR extracts of the Current Population Survey (CPS) Outgoing Rotation Group (ORG). 
Throughout this paper, data on Latinos refer to individuals who identify themselves as being of Hispanic ethnicity 
using the Census Bureau's criteria; Latinos may be of any race. 
3 Author's analysis of CEPR extracts of the CPS ORG. Over the same period, the share of blacks in the unionized work 
force was basically unchanged at about 14 percent; the share of whites among unionized workers fell from about 78 
percent in 1983 to about 69 percent in 2007; the share of workers from other racial and ethnic backgrounds (mostly 
Asians) increased from about 2.5 percent to about 5 percent. See Schmitt and Zipperer (2008). All unionization rates 
cited in this paper refer to individuals who report being a member of a union or represented by a union at their 
workplace. 
4 Earlier research finds substantial union effects on wages and benefits for workers overall; among many others see 
Blanchflower, Bryson, and Schmitt 2007. 
5 Over the period 2004-2007, the average wage of Latino workers in constant 2007 dollars was  $14.94 per hour. The 
union wage premium at the mean wage estimated here is 17.6 percent, or $2.63 per hour. 
6 An employer- or union-sponsored plan for which the employer paid at least a portion of the insurance premium. To 
be clear, we believe that universal health care, where eligibility is not connected to an individual's employment status or 
particular employer, would be a substantial improvement over the current system, which leaves many workers and 
their children without health insurance. 
7 The employer- or union-provided pension may or may not include an employer contribution to the plan. 
8 The 10th percentile worker in the overall distribution, that is, the worker who makes more than 10 percent of all 
workers, but less than 90 percent of all workers. 
9 For a discussion of the economic and social benefits of sustained low unemployment, see Bernstein and Baker (2003). 
10Author’s calculations based on the March Current Population Survey (CPS) Outgoing Rotation Group.  
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Latino Workers in Unions Earn More, More Likely to 
Have Benefits 
Over the period 2004-2007, in the workforce as a whole, about 13.5 percent of all workers were 
unionized. Over the same period, as Table 1 shows, about 11.1 percent of Latinos were in a union 
or represented by a union at their workplace (see row 1). Unionized Latino workers typically earned 
substantially more than their non-union counterparts. In 2004-2007, the median unionized Latino 
worker earned about $17.31 per hour, compared to $11.31 per hour for the median non-union 
Latino worker. Unionized Latinos were also much more likely to have health insurance (70.1 
percent) than Latino workers who weren't in unions (34.8 percent), and also much more likely than 
Latino non-union workers to have a pension plan (58.4 percent, compared to 22.3 percent). 
 
Wages and benefit coverage vary substantially by gender and union status. In 2004-2007, Latino men 
and women had identical unionization rates (11.1 percent). On average, Latino men in a union 
earned substantially more ($18.47 per hour) than their non-union counters ($12.05 per hour), and 
were much more likely to have health insurance (72.5 percent) and a pension (56.5 percent) than if 
they were not in a union (32.6 percent for health insurance, 19.2 percent for pension coverage).  
Latino women in unions also earned more ($15.93) than non-union Latinas ($10.55), and were also 
much more likely to have health insurance (66.2 percent) and a pension (61.2 percent) than Latinas 
who were not in a union (38.4 percent for health insurance and 27.2 percent for pension coverage). 
 
The data presented in the first three rows of Table 1 cover all Latino workers, including those at the 
bottom, middle, and top of the wage distribution. The last row of the table looks only at Latino 
workers in the 15 lowest-wage occupations.11 As was the case for the Latino work force as a whole, 
unionized Latino workers in low-wage occupations earned substantially higher salaries and were 
much more likely to have health insurance and a pension plan than were non-union Latino workers 
in the same occupations. The median Latino union worker in a low-wage occupation ($12.34) earned 
more than three dollars per hour more than the median Latino non-union worker ($9.00). Unionized 
Latino workers in these same low-wage occupations also had large advantages over their non-union 
counterparts with respect to non-wage benefits. Over two-thirds of unionized Latino workers (67.3 
percent) in low-wage occupations had health insurance, compared to only about one-fifth of the 
non-union Latino workers (21.0 percent) in the same occupations. For pension plans, the union gap 
was also substantial: 40.8 percent of unionized Latino workers in low-wage occupations had a 
pension, compared to only 11.2 percent of their non-union counterparts. 
 
In Table 2, therefore, we present a second set of results using standard regression techniques to 
control for these potential differences in the union and non-union workforces.12 Controlling for 
these other effects does reduce the union wage and benefit effect, but the effect of unionization on 
the wages and benefits of Latinos remains large.  
                                                 
11 The 15 low-wage occupations are: food preparation workers, cashiers, cafeteria workers, child-care workers, cooks, 
housekeeping cleaners, home-care aides, packers and packagers, janitors, grounds maintenance workers, nursing and 
home-health aides, stock clerks, teachers' assistants, laborers and freight workers, and security guards. Together, these 
occupations represent about 15 percent of total U.S. employment. See the data appendix and Schmitt, Waller, 
Fremstad, and Zipperer (2007) for a complete description of the occupations. 
12 The regressions control for age (and age squared), education (five levels of educational attainment), gender (wherever 
observations for men and women appear in the same regression), state of residence, and two-digit industry. The wage 
regressions use ordinary least squares; the health-insurance and pension regressions are probits. 
